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In mid-September, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) awarded the Champions of the Earth
prize to Mexican environmental advocate Martha Isabel Ruiz Corzo for her work in creating and
developing the Sierra Gorda Biosphere Reserve in Querétaro state in central Mexico. Ruiz Corzo,
also known as maestraPati, was one of seven people honored in 2013 for their environmental work.
Ruiz Corzo was a co-winner in the inspiration and action category, along with Carlo Petrini, founder
of Slow Food Italy. Brazilian Environment Minister Izabella Teixera was a co-winner in the policy
leadership category.
The annual prize honors leaders from government, civil society, and the private sector whose actions
have had a positive impact on the environment.
Ruiz Corzo is the second Mexican citizen to be honored by the UNEP since the prize was first
awarded in 2005. The UNEP presented the award to former President Felipe Calderón in 2011 in the
policy leadership category for his efforts to address climate change (SourceMex, Nov. 17, 2010).
"In Mexico, we have to feel proud about the recognition that the UNEP gave Pati," said Luis Fueyo
Mac Donald, director of the Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales Protegidas (CONANP). "For her,
conservation is not a job, but a life project. "
In honoring Ruiz Corzo, the UNEP described the Sierra Gorda Biosphere, in the northern region
of Querétaro, as "a model of public-private ecosystem management, where eco-tourism, waste
management, and conservation projects provide income for hundreds of local residents."
Through Ruiz Corzo's efforts, the organization Grupo Ecológico Sierra Gorda has helped secure the
future of a rich habitat once threatened by deforestation and unregulated development.
"Today, over 380,000 hectares of forest and other ecosystems are afforded special conservation
status," said the UNEP. "Improved community stewardship of the environment has led to a marked
decline in destructive land practices, and resulted in some 13,000 hectares of regenerated woodland
over the past 15 years. Once-threatened species which inhabit the reserve’s 14 distinct ecosystems,
including jaguar, butterflies, and aquatic life, are increasing in number."

Sierra Gorda Biosphere most biologically diverse in Mexico
The Sierra Gorda Biosphere, considered the most biologically diverse in the county, contains 10 of
Mexico’s 11 ecosystems. The animal and plant population—the second largest within the country’s
Sistema Nacional de Áreas Protegidas—is home to 15 types and subtypes of vegetation, more than
1,800 species of plants, 124 varieties of mushrooms, and 550 species of vertebrates.
Beyond protecting the environment, Ruiz Corzo and Grupo Sierra Gorda set up the site to provide
employment for the local rural communities in the area, establishing public-private enterprises
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that provide such services as ecotourism, waste management, and conservation. "A payment for
ecosystem services program has been central to the success of the reserve," said the UNEP.
Grupo Ecológico Sierra Gorda offers direct employment to 60 people from local communities in
conservation efforts, primarily reforestation.
"[Ruiz Corzo] is an environmental advocate whose work has contributed to ensuring the future of
one of the most important ecosystems in Mexico while also supporting the area’s low-income rural
communities," said Dolores Barrientos, UNEP representative in Mexico. "Pati’s work is an example
of how a ‘green’ economic system offers an alternative to fight poverty."
The UNEP also lauded Ruiz Corzo for lobbying hard for the federal government to protect the Sierra
Gorda Biosphere, an effort that took 10 years. The region was declared a protected area in 1997
during the administration of ex-President Ernesto Zedillo. "This was the first protected area created
because of a petition from civil society," said Barrientos.
At a ceremony to recognize Ruiz Corzo, the environmental advocate took the opportunity to urge
fellow citizens to become conscious about environmental protection. "The protection of natural
areas should be a reason for pride and concern for all Mexicans," she said.
Ruiz Corzo also denounced the policies that continue to threaten the region that she has protected
for 30 years. "The concentrations of carbon monoxide in the atmosphere are so high that we lost
more than 6,000 ha of forest last year," said the environmentalist. "The destruction of these hectares
means that we lost some of important intangible environmental benefits [provided by trees], such as
water conservation and soil conservation and the capture of carbon … everything is measurable."
Ruiz Corzo said one of her new efforts would be to ensure that proposed environmental legislation
in Querétaro is implemented fully. The law, which targets climate change, also covers protection
of water systems. "We have to ensure that we implement the most innovative practices," said the
environmental advocate. "There must be flexible mechanisms that take into account local practices
and that affirm the practice of conservation."

From high heels to blue jeans
Even before the UNEP recognized Ruiz Corzo, the environmental advocate had earned a strong
reputation in Mexico.
In 2004, prominent Mexican writer Elena Poniatowska wrote a lengthy feature in the Mexico City
daily La Jornada describing how Ruiz Corzo left her middle-class existence in Mexico City to
become involved in environmental protection in the mountains of Querétaro. "This daughter of
Querétaro decided 20 years ago to radically change her life," said Poniatowska. "She was a lady who
wore high heels, went to the beauty shop, took care of her sons Mario and Beto, and had an active
social life."
Poniatowska said Ruiz Corzo and her husband Roberto Pedraza abandoned their life in the city to
go live in a wooden cabin the Sierra Gorda community of Agua del Maíz. "Now she is a lady who
dons blue jeans and wears her hair in braids. Her strength and resolve are so extraordinary that her
children and her friends describe her as jabalí (wild boar)."
"A love for the Earth, safeguarding the sacred fabric of Nature, promoting individual and collective
efforts, being alert to emergencies, and maintaining the commitment, creativity, and passion to
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relieve the weight that our society places on the planet; this is what continues to inspire my work,"
Ruiz Corzo said in a recent interview.
The international recognition of her work goes beyond the UNEP. In July of this year, the Savory
Institute, based in Boulder, Colorado, announced that the Sierra Gorda Biosphere was under
consideration to become one of the organization’s 12 Savory Hubs. These sites offer consulting and
training services, state-of-the-art content and tools, as well as access to the land, networks, and
funding resources necessary to expand holistic management practices across entire regions.
"To ensure a worldwide shift toward a holistic approach to agriculture, Savory Institute has set
a goal for 2025 of establishing 100 Hubs, influencing 1 billion hectares of grasslands across the
continents," the Savory Institute said on its Web site. "In 2013, the Savory Institute will help
establish the first 10 strategically placed, locally led and managed hubs around the world—
empowering people to use properly managed livestock to heal the land."
In addition to Sierra Gorda, two other sites in Mexico, one in Sonora and another in Chihuahua,
are under consideration for Savory Hubs. The other potential sites are in Turkey, Chile, Argentina,
Sweden, Zimbabwe, South Africa, and the US states of Massachusetts and Washington.
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